Despite centuries of evidence that cannabis has a number of beneficial uses, research and improvement of the plant itself, especially in the United States, have been virtually nonexistent. Throughout history, cannabis has been used for textiles, paper, fuel, and medicinal purpose.
The assertion that cannabis, marijuana, was a dangerous drug, led to a ban on all investigation into other uses. The Marihuana Tax Law of 1937 and Controlled Substance Act of 1970 threatened criminal charges against those doing what would for almost any other plant be considered legitimate scientific research. Some US universities partnered in research conducted in Canada, Australia, and Europe but on a very limited basis. But, that has largely been the extent of the scientific inquiry.
Interestingly, research on and limited production of poppies (Papaver somniferum) has been permitted in the United States despite the fact that poppies can be used (illegally) to produce heroin. The focus, of course, has been on beneficial uses as medicine, food additives, ornamentals, and so on. Yet, even in light of considerable evidence that cannabis has a long history of very legitimate uses, research has been stifled. On occasion, public perceptions and politics interfere with the research and the outcomes resulting from sound science. This has certainly been the case with cannabis research.
In the late 1990s, limited research, largely under the auspices of National Institutes of Health's (NIH's) National Institute on Drug Abuse, focused attention on medical use of marijuana. A few universities, led by the Center for Medical Cannabis Research at the University of California-San Diego, have conducted research on the use of component elements in the cannabis plant. However, serious production-oriented and related research simply has not been undertaken out of uncertainty about its legality.
All this began to change with US Farm Bill 2014. The "Industrial Hemp Farming Act of 2013" (HR525 and its companion S. 359) became part of a farm bill, which opened the way for US University researchers to more comprehensively study the many potential uses of hemp and in turn bring science to bear in making the cannabis-hemp plant more adaptable to US production and utilization for industry consumers and medicinal purposes. US Scientists should now be able to join colleagues around the world in exploring new and improved uses and applications for a plant that history affirms has great value.
This special issue of Critical Reviews in Plant Sciences initiates an essential discussion on advancing scientific research in a wide range of topics related to cannabis production, improvement, management, and utilization. While long overdue, it does represent an excellent start. The author-scientists reporting herein will be the leaders in setting the research agenda, framing the research projects and reporting applicable results and outcomes.
The insight and guidance provided by leading scientists in this special issue will provide direction to others in advancing scientific understanding.
In turn, policy makers, industry leaders, and the general public will come to better understand that one, allegedly negative use of a plant variety, should not restrict the full analysis of its positive and productive use.
Thomas Jefferson once declared "hemp is of first necessity to wealth and protection of the country." Hopefully, the science reported and implied in this issue will lead to impacts consistent with the contemporary spirit of Jefferson's assertion.
